This paper examines the dynamics and possible effects of transnational private certification of labor standards in Chinese export-oriented consumer products industries. Drawing on interviews with various relevant actors in Guangdong, Shanghai, and Beijing and a survey of manufacturing firms in Guangdong province, we investigate: How have initiatives originating outside China been shaped by the Chinese context and potential competition from domestically-driven standards? What are the circumstances in which factories get certified, and to what extent does being certified indicate compliance with standards? To what extent are there clear differences in the performance of certified and non-certified factories? Overall, we find that factory certification has been insufficient to transform labor conditions and relations in Chinese factories, but it sometimes supports improvement or formalization in management practices. In addition, we consider whether factory certification may have indirect effects on the evolution of labor relations in China and the shape of global governance.
Introduction 1
The globalization of production has spurred challenging and important debates about transnational business and labor rights. Though the traditional international regime for labor rights and standards-based, for instance, on ILO conventions-remains weak and fragmentary, the past two decades have witnessed dramatic growth in global labor standards emanating from NGOs and firms. Systems for certifying compliance with these standards have become a prominent mode of transnational private regulation (Cashore, Auld and Newsom 2004; Haufler 2001; Meidinger 2003; Vogel 2008) . It is becoming clear that social and environmental certification is "not merely-or even primarily-a marketing device or signal for consumers; but rather a mode of regulation, being put to use by various NGOs, governments, and industry bodies" (Bartley 2011 ) and a dynamic field of transnational governance (Bartley and Smith 2010) . On the other hand, evidence is mounting that such systems rarely live up to their purported goals (Locke, Amengual and Mangla 2009; Seidman 2007; Vandergeest 2007) China looms large over all of these questions, given its huge role in global production and its growing impact on global governance arrangements. For the past two decades China has experienced explosive economic growth, surging exports, and massive foreign investments from around the world. With China becoming the world's factory, "made-in-China" products are 1 Work in Progress. Please do not quote or cite with the authors' permission. We thank the Research Center on Chinese Politics and Business Initiative on China and Global Governance for partial funding for this project. Some of the research was also funded by the American Sociological Association's Fund for the Advancement of the Discipline.
popularly associated not only with low prices but also low quality and sweatshops. It is widely held that with the mobilization of China's vast reserves of cheap and disciplined labor that have no independent trade unions 2 and right to strike under an authoritarian regime, a "race to the bottom" has been unleashed, producing an endless downward spiral in workers' bargaining power and labor standards around the world. Clearly, the labor situation in China has posed great challenges for international advocates of labor standards and labor rights. This has also led some to question the effectiveness of "western" norms and actors in the Chinese political economy.
At the same time, China has witnessed a rising tide of strikes and labor protests with the burdened with cases to be able to resolve workers' grievances quickly, encouraging them to turn instead to direct action. Chinese workers' rising rights consciousness (especially among the young generation of migrant workers), coupled with their growing marketplace bargaining power derived from a labor shortage and changing demographics, as well as the government's attempt to change from an export-led development model based on cheap labor to a more balanced one based on domestic consumption (and thereby higher wages), point to an ongoing major shift in the balance of power between labor and capital at the workplace. University. Finally, our analyses are also informed by each author's broader research on labor relations and standards in China and beyond (Bartley 2010; Zhang 2011) .
In what follows, we first overview the development in labor standards and factory certification in China, noting the evolving competition and cooperation between different schemes as well as different actors' perceptions of certification initiatives. We then open the "black box" of labor standards certification in China by taking a close look at the labor conditions at the selected certified factories. We also examine the practice and function of 5 CSC9000T (China Social Compliance 9000 for Textile & Apparel Industry) is a Social Responsibility Management System based on China's laws and regulations, international conventions and standards, and China's particular situations.
worker committees at some suppliers' factories promoted by some brands and certification programs to address freedom of association. We further compare certified and uncertified factories based on a new survey data of managers in manufacturing firms in Guangdong to assess whether SA8000 certification is linked with more formalized structures for the employment and care of workers. We conclude by discussing the possible indirect effects and the limits of transnational private certification of labor standards on changes in labor rights, labor regulations, management, and the evolution of labor relations in China.
The Contested Terrain of Labor Standards and Factory Certification in China
The rapid growth of Chinese exports in the 1990s-especially in apparel, footwear, toys, and consumer electronics-drew a great deal of attention to issues like forced labor, harsh militaristic styles of Taiwanese, Korean, and Chinese managers in export-oriented factories, and the exploitation and marginalization of migrant workers. By the early 2000s, China was the center of the universe of labor codes of conduct, factory auditing, and certification, mostly sponsored by NGOs, high profile brands, and retailers in the U.S. New York-based non-profit organization focused on socially responsible investing and shopping.
As the anti-sweatshop movement in the U.S. gained steam, this organization brought together several groups of brands with codes of conduct and eventually joined with some-like Toys 'R'
Us, Avon, Otto-Versand, and the global certification firm Société Générale de Surveillance (SGS)-to create the SA8000 standard and a system for certifying factories.
By early 2001, there were 28 SA8000 certified facilities in China, a tiny fraction of the thousands of export oriented factories in the country but nearly half of the total SA8000 certifications at the time (SA8000 Certified Facilities, as of Jan. 2001). SA8000 was so central to the discourse on CSR in China as to lead CNCA to seek to clarify that "SA8000 certification is not the same thing as CSR" (Worker's Daily 2004).
There are several reasons why SA8000 made such a splash-symbolically at least-in China. First, it mimicked the style of ISO standards-such as ISO 9000 and ISO 14001-which had become a de facto requirement for many Chinese exporters. Second, the SA8000 standard generated more controversy than the codes of conduct of individual companies or programs like the Fair Labor Association because it sought to address the problem of freedom of association in
China. Most other codes endorsed freedom of association but were silent on the question of how this could be implemented in China or other countries where freedom of association is legally restricted and trade unions are closely tied to government and management. SA8000 called for "parallel means" of worker representation-such as worker committees-where trade unions could not be independent.
While this provision earned SA8000 a modicum of credibility among international labor advocates, it also fed into a reaction from Chinese industry and government officials, who framed SA8000 as an illegitimate foreign intrusion. As one scholar put it, "before 2005, the government was very defensive about SA8000 . . . [and] saw it as trade protection measure." attitude is seen as ambiguous, but being ambiguous is an attitude. Not preventing you from doing something is meaningful" (compliance program representative, quoted in conference discussion, Beijing, 12/7/10).
Some observers continue to describe SA8000 as "illegal" in China, citing the lack of explicit government endorsement, the vexing issue of worker representation, and sometimes other issues as well. One vocal critic complains that SA8000 is not a truly international organization-just an American group-that invokes vague international norms (e.g., ILO
conventions, Universal Declaration of Human Rights), and treats Taiwan as a separate country (interview with CSR researcher, Dec. 1, 2010). In slightly more measured terms, one specialist noted that "SA8000 asks you to do things in China that are against the law, which gives factories a reason not to do anything" (interview with certification official, Jan. 5, 2011).
Although tensions remain between international norms and domestic cultures of production, since approximately 2005-07, the Chinese government has sought to incorporate CSR as a pillar of the "harmonious society." Indeed, the party has promoted CSR standards and reporting for private and state-owned companies alike and has embraced some (though not all)
international CSR standards.
SA8000 certification has grown substantially, with 410 facilities, employing over 291,000 people, certified in China as of late 2011. Yet most observers suspect that the growth of SA8000 certification in China has been due to lax auditing, and sometimes, to outright fraud. As one factory owner put it, ""I believe among every ten certified factories, nine are fake"
(interview with factory owner, Dongguan, 6/24/11). By all accounts, Chinese factories can rarely if ever meet the standards for maximum hours of work prescribed by Chinese labor lawno more than 44 hours per week and no more than 36 hours per month of overtime-which is required by both SA8000 and WRAP. In one SA8000 certified factory in Guangzhou, employees reported working for approximately 11.5 hours per day Monday through Saturday, plus at least 8 hours on most Sundays (worker interviews, Guangzhou, Nov.-Dec. 2010). Such factories may have achieved certification either through the common practice of falsifying records or by having the certification audit done at an especially low point in the production season. Several SA8000 certified factories have been found, on later inspection, to have serious problems with workplace safety and child labor (interview with certification representative, Shenzhen, 11/12/10). Speaking about certification programs in general (including but not limited to SA8000), one compliance official for an international brand suggested that "some factories are getting certified by just hiring a consultant to get them certified," and that some brands tell factories, "if you're certified, we won't bother you with audits" (interview with compliance official, Shanghai 7/13/11).
Opening the Black Box: Portraits of Certified Factories
Despite the growth of labor standards certification in China and elsewhere, scholars know surprisingly little about certified factories. It is clear that essentially no factories can fully meet the letter of the standards-whether these are the basic standards of ICTI and WRAP or the more challenging standards of SA8000. But it is less clear what does happen in factories that are certified. What leads managers to seek certification, and what kinds of changes do they make in order to get certified? How much variation is there among factories certified to the same set of standards? In this section, we describe several certified factories as a way to begin to construct profiles of labor standards certification in China.
If the SA8000 standard truly serves as a "high bar" that reliably differentiates the very best factories from the rest, then we should expect certified factories to be fairly similar in their performance, at least on the key criteria for certification. Instead, we find substantial variation among SA8000 certified factories. In one especially egregious case, a factory in Shandong province, making candles and candle-holders for Tchibo was certified despite what was later revealed to be horrendous health and safety practices. The dark factory, lacking in fresh air and rife with fire risks, had workers making candles by hand over a primitive gasoline bottle stove, and workers were not supplied with protective equipment (interview with certification representative, Shenzhen 11/12/10). Even in factories with less dire conditions, it is clear that certification does not necessarily mean real standardization of practices.
SA8000 and working hours in the apparel industry: A comparison
A brief comparison of two garment factories in Guangzhou further illustrates variation among SA8000 certified factories. This information is based on interviews with several workers, conducted by Chinese research assistants outside the factories. Though it provides only a partial view of each factory, this information is sufficient to identify at least one key differenceworking hours.
Panyu PK Garment 6 produces sport shorts and pants for export for Billabong and several other brands. Given Billabong's promotion of SA8000 as part of its compliance program (http://www.billabongbiz.com/phoenix.zhtml?c=154279&p=social), it is likely that the brand directed the factory to get certified. On the research assistants' first visit to the area near the factory, on a Sunday, they saw indications of work occurring, despite the SA8000 standard's requirement that "personnel shall be provided with at least one day off following every six consecutive days of working." On a return visit, the research assistants found three workers to interview, who reported working 11-12 hours per day, six days a week, with one Sunday off per month and shorter hours on most other Sundays. A 70+ hour workweek like this is certainly not uncommon in Chinese factories, but it contravenes both Chinese labor law and SA8000's limit of 60 hours per week (though with exceptions possible under rare circumstances). The workers reported earning 1500 to 2200 RMB per month at Panyu PK.
Similar wage rates-between 2000 and 2400 RMB per month-were reported by workers at Kwangchow Garment Manufacturing, a Hong Kong-owned factory that produces pants for Nike and Seven Wolves, a Chinese brand. Here, however, employees reported working approximately 11 hours per day, five days per week, and then just four hours per day on 6 For this and other factories where interviews were conducted, we are using pseudonyms for the factory names.
Saturdays. There is reportedly no work on Sundays. This roughly 59 hour work-week, and especially the lack of work on Sundays, marks Kwangchow as unusual in Chinese exportoriented industries. In both factories, workers had at least a vague awareness of SA8000 certification, though in neither case did workers demonstrate knowledge of the content and implications of the standards.
The reason for the difference between these two factories is not clear, but we suspect it reflects some combination of factors that have been identified in previous research. First, it is possible that workers at Kwangchow are misrepresenting their hours of work, perhaps consistent with coaching by management. As many researchers and journalists have discovered, such coaching is rampant, and workers often go along with the charade in fear of reprisals from management, the loss of orders, or preferences for large amounts of overtime compensation. By some accounts, certification raises the likelihood of lying to auditors (and potentially to researchers as well), since the revocation of an all-or-nothing judgment (like a certificate) could have major consequences for the firm. While we cannot entirely dismiss the possibility that the researchers were fed inaccurate information, despite conducting the interviews outside the workplace, we suspect that there are real differences in working hours across the factories that could be accounted for by other factors.
It is clear that some brands impose not only more scrutiny than others on their suppliers, but that some brands are more likely to enter into relationships with suppliers that allow for some small but useful degree of trust, cooperation, and joint problem-solving (Frenkel and Scott 2002; Locke, Amengual and Mangla 2009 ). In addition, scholars have found that differences in the organization of work can sometimes allow productivity gains that allow for somewhat shorter work hours (Locke et al. 2007) . Though Nike has not relinquished the sourcing practices that give rise to cutthroat competition and exploitative labor relations, the company has become known for its attempts to build relationships with key suppliers and to push for innovations that can at least potentially increase productivity. Regardless of the reason for the difference, the comparison importantly suggests that something above and beyond factory certification may be necessary to support decent conditions in labor intensive industries. Whether or not certified factories are better on average than non-certified factories-a topic we return to in a later section-it is clear that certification is not a sufficient condition for compliance.
High-Tech Electronics (Shanghai) Co., Ltd.
A portrait of another SA8000 certified factory illustrates how some firms may seek to use labor standards certification to solidify a competitive advantage. While most firms appear to get certified in response to a specific demand from a buyer, a different path has been taking by at High-Tech's customers include Motorola, Samsung, Sony Ericsson, and Lenovo. Because it had the monopoly in mobile communication terminal technology in China until most recently, the 7 We were introduced to the company by the local government as an international research team studying the impact of SA8000 in China. The company's Vice President, the HR manager, and the Production Quality Control manager met with us and provided the information. The interviews were conducted in Chinese and were recorded and translated into English. We also visited the company workshops accompanied by management after g the interviews.
profit margin was high-approximately 15-20% in 2010 and reportedly even higher when there was less competition.
High-Tech got SA8000 certification in 2009. According to the VP, the company aimed high from the very beginning and viewed the process of getting certified as a process of selfimprovement and becoming a sector leader. It was also viewed as good publicity for a company supplying to well-known MNCs, although its customers were not themselves engaged with SA8000. The certification process took roughly one year and involved cooperation between the HR department and the Production Quality Control department, plus several audits by Bureau Veritas (BV)-an SAI-accredited auditor that the company chose for its cost effectiveness (with audits over three years coming to a total cost of about 60,000-70,000 yuan. (BV has also been much maligned for the quality of its audits, probably more than any other auditor in China (China Labor Watch 2009)).
The company reports roughly 110 production workers in its factory, with labor costs amounting to less than 15% of total costs. Brief observation in the factory revealed that production workers were female workers, most in their early 20s with a minimum of middle school education. About 40% workers had high school or technical vocation school education.
Most workers were from places outside Shanghai, such as Anhui, Sichuan, Jiangsu, Hubei. The HR manager said explicitly that the company preferred 21-22 year old female workers with some working experience in electronics sector. While visiting the shops, we noticed that it was simple assembly production, and the required skills for workers were not very high. But it certainly required carefulness and flexible fingers-typically seen as the attraction of young women workers.
According to the HR manager, some workers have worked at the company since 2007 when the company first started production. Annual labor turnover is about 20%. Beginning in 2010, formal employees could sign 3-year labor contracts with the company and they were eligible for unfixed labor contract after two renewals of their 3-year labor contracts according to the 2008 Labor Contract Law. But most production workers were dispatched workers from a labor dispatch company in Fengxian, suburb of Shanghai. Although the HR manager claimed that these workers were interviewed by High-Tech and were employees of High-Tech, the actual labor contract we obtained later showed these workers actually signed labor contracts with the labor dispatch company and they were not formal employees of High-Tech. In the other words, there is no responsibility of High-Tech to sign unfixed labor contracts with the dispatched workers no matter how long they worked at High-Tech. High-Tech paid workers wages directly, but workers' social security were handled by the dispatch agency based on Fengxian standard, which was of course much lower than the Shanghai standard.
High-Tech's HR department has four staff (including the department manager). Company union chairman was by a VP. The current work representative was a common production worker who was elected by workers. According to the PQC manager, the work representative was from Sichuan, she complained about meal quality on behalf of workers, which was one of the major complaints among workers.
Regular working hours are 8 hours, 8am-5pm, with 1-hour lunch break and half-an-hour breaks in the morning and afternoon respectively. Shops were clean with air-conditioners (not on though). Production is organized by assembly lines, and line managers were the lowest level managers (similar to group leaders). The automation level was not very high, according to the VP, they were still in the process of expanding and building new shops and news lines that would advance the process and organization of production.
Workers' wages were about 2200-2500 yuan per month [base wage (minimum wage of Shanghai) (50%) + seniority wage + bonus (including overtime) plus free meals] Annual wage is around 30,000 yuan. This was considered more than local average.
The VP said many workers actually wanted more overtimes, but because SA8000 sets the limit on overtime, some workers were unhappy about having fewer overtimes and thus smaller pay checks. The VP commented that SA8000 and other international certification programs should consider China's own unique conditions. The HR manager said there is no difficulty in recruiting workers because the company's working conditions were good and the company had good reputation for treating workers fairly.
Overall, the information we could gather about High-Tech suggests a factory where workers are receiving somewhat higher wages and working few hours than average. It is also a company that proactively rather than reactively embraced certification. On the other hand, it appears that the company's labor contracting practices may conflict with SA8000's requirement that, "The company shall not use labour-only contracting arrangements, consecutive shortterm contracts, and/or false apprenticeship schemes to avoid fulfilling its obligations to personnel under applicable laws pertaining to labour and social security legislation and regulations."
Dongguan Excellent Umbrella
Labor standards certification is, of course, not limited to SA8000. For factories producing for some American brands and retailers, WRAP certification has become common.
For those in the toy industry, certification to the International Council of Toy Industry's (ICTI) CARE program is quite common. While these standards are in some ways less rigorous than those of SA8000, they may in some circumstances help to support improvement in factories, as suggested by the example of Dongguan Excellent Umbrella. The information is based on the factory visit and interviews with the factory owner by one of the co-authors in June 2011 in the factory in Dongguan, Guangdong Province. The co-author was also allowed to walk around the factory workshops and talk with workers free from management presence of management. On one hand, Ms. Wang was frank about her company did some "make-up" for auditors, such as having workers studying and memorize prepared answers to auditors. On the other hand, Ms.
Wang mentioned that the process of certification and auditing had some positive impact, especially on workplace safety measures and workers' living conditions (in dormitories). For instance, Excellent added a new fire-alarm and protection system, installed extra fans in the shops, refurbished factory toilets, and reduced the numbers of workers living in each dorm room from 12 to 8 when preparing for getting certified and auditing. Those requirements were not that difficult to meet and were good for the factory as well.
This case exemplifies how relatively small but meaningful changes might come about through certification. Interestingly, it also suggests a process by which ceremonial actions to please auditors gradually shifts the operation of the factory. Ms. Wang mentioned that after studying the prepared materials to deal with auditors, workers have become more aware of their rights and would ask for better working conditions and overtime payments. As she summarized about the impact of certification and auditing, "It becomes real if a company fakes a long time"
(jia jiu le jiu bian zhen le).
Observation in the factory and brief interviews with workers revealed working hours of approximately 10 hours per day, six days per week. Wages are based on piece-rates, with a base rate of 1100 yuan per month (the minimum wage in Dongguan in 2011) and average earnings around 2,200 RMB per month. The shops appeared clean and had fans on, but there were no air conditioners and the shops felt hot. 9 The level of automation was low, with most work being done by hand. There were some chemical and plastic smells in the shop, which Ms. Wang said was normal for an umbrella shop.
The Challenge of Worker Committees
As mentioned above, a distinctive feature of SA8000 certification is its call for factories to allow worker committees as a way to promote collective voice among workers in the absence of democratically controlled unions. Apart from SA8000, some brands have also promoted worker committees in their suppliers' factories. In one provocative case, Reebok went even further, to organize elections for trade union representatives in two of its Chinese supplier factories. The factories did hold elections that were reasonably open, but elected representatives struggled to maintain an active, independent role over time in the face of managerial pressure (Chan 2009; Yu 2008 ).
To date, worker committees-and related experiments, like the Reebok-sponsored election-have allowed brands, retailers, and certification initiatives to claim that they support freedom of association, but they have rarely generated a durable collective voice for workers.
Not surprisingly, building worker committees has proven difficult in a setting in which managers are accustomed to high levels of control and turnover is high. According to one labor standards consultant, committees are difficult to sustain due to workers being paid by piece rates (which means they will lose pay if they spend time on a committee, unless management can be convinced otherwise) and due to a "culture of managers doing everything" (interview with labor standards consultant, Beijing, 7/21/11). In the certified factories that we described above, we saw no evidence of robust, empowered worker committees. In most, workers had no knowledge of there being such a committee. Overall, there is no evidence that worker committees have gained the power to act collectively or work independently of management, much less bargain collectively or take up other core labor relations issues. At best, they seem to represent an internal channel for worker suggestions, which are sometimes received well by management. As one compliance official put it, committees are "only a vehicle for communication." (Guangzhou, Nov. 10, 2010).
Furthermore, many certified factories lack even a rudimentary committee. Auditors do little to check whether there is a well-functioning committee, instead simply asking factory managers if there's a worker representative; "auditors don't really understand the purpose of the committee,"
admitted one certification representative (interview with certification representative, Shenzhen, 11/12/10). Of course, it is possible that more robust worker committees could take hold over time. Migrant workers remain in a vulnerable position, as do labor NGOs in China. But as workers' expectations and the government's response to the migrant worker population evolve, it is plausible that cases of effective worker committees will be revealed, though we doubt these would become the norm. We return to questions about the future of labor relations in China in our conclusion.
Comparing Certified and Uncertified Firms
While certified factories routinely fail to meet the letter of the standards to which they are certified, this does not necessarily undermine the meaning of labor standards certification. If certified factories are systematically better than other similar factories, even if neither has perfect conditions, then this might be considered a benefit of certification. Indeed, our interviews have revealed that many researchers and practitioners suspect that, despite serious problems, certified factories are on average better than non-certified factories. One player in this field noted that "companies that get certified at least have awareness." They are at least more likely to "know that fire extinguishers should be there; others may never think about it" (interview with labor standards consultant, Beijing, 7/21/11). The leader of a migrant workers NGO argued that all factories have a long distance to get to the standard of decency and compliance with Chinese labor law but nevertheless suggested that "comparatively speaking, if a factory had certification, protection of workers would be better" (interview with labor NGO, Guangzhou, 12/20/10). A brand compliance official who criticized certification recognized that "certification puts you in a different level because you've gone through it. But we would still want to check it [rather than trusting the certification]" (interview with brand compliance manager, Shanghai, 7/13/10).
But is it true that certified factories are better on average than others-and if so, in what ways are they better? This important question has not really been tackled by researchers, largely due to the difficulty of getting information on comparable certified and non-certified factories. In this section, we report preliminary results from an analysis of new data from a survey of managers in manufacturing firms in Guangdong, led by scholars at the Guanghua School of Management at Peking University.
The research focused on five cities-Shenzhen, Dongguan, Zhongshan, Huizhou, and
Foshan-all of which are major manufacturing centers. Researchers focused on companies in the following industries: apparel, textiles, footwear, electronic products, electrical equipment, paper products and printing, and plastics. The research also included some non-manufacturing firms, but these are excluded from our analyses.
The sampling strategy was designed to over-sample SA8000 factories, using the public list of SA8000 certified factories as of June 2010. Other firms were selected through business directories and personal contacts, with an attempt to include relevant types of variation across cities and industries. With the help of the Youth League and students from Shenzhen University, researchers contacted the firms, visited, and distributed surveys to four types of managersproduction, HR, marketing, and finance-in the sampled firms in 2010. In each firm, the survey was completed most commonly by four managers, though the number ranged from one in several cases to over 15 in one case. Our analyses are limited to manufacturing firms. (There are 137 of these in the sample, but missing data reduces the sample size for some analyses.) The majority of firms produce electronics or appliances (40%), apparel or accessories (13%), or footwear or sports equipment (11%), though the sample also includes producers of metal products, paper/packaging, toys, plastics, and other items.
In total, approximately 26% of the firms in the sample are SA8000 certified. Of course, since the sampling technique deliberately over-sampled certified factories, this is not meaningful as an estimate of the prevalence of certification (which would be far lower). Nevertheless, this sample allows us to examine what types of firms are most likely to be certified and how certified and non-certified firms differ. The certified firms most commonly produce electronics/appliances (36% of the total), footwear/sporting equipment (17% of the total), or apparel/accessories (14% of the total). Table 1 goes several steps further, to examine factors that may affect the likelihood that
Guangdong-based manufacturers are SA8000 certified. We find that the likelihood of a firm being SA8000 certified decreases with size and increases with footwear/sports equipment production and having most of its production come from clients who ask for labor standards.
These results suggest that SA8000 certification is driven from demands from clients and disproportionately appeals to smaller, rather than larger, firms. Not surprisingly, there is a positive relationship between export-orientation and SA8000 certification, although this does not reach conventional levels of statistical significance. There is also a suggestive positive effect of profitability on certification, although sorting out the causal ordering here is challenging.
Overall, we find that SA8000 certification in south China is structured by demands from clients, firm size, and to some extent, industry.
<TABLE 1 HERE> Table 2 further utilizes the survey of managers to consider whether certified factories provide different sorts of working environments than non-certified factories. Our ability to measure working conditions with this survey of managers is somewhat limited; managers have an incentive to report only the best features of their companies (perhaps even more so in certified factories), and many questions on this survey asked for subjective evaluations of the factory's performance. We focus on two measures, for which we expect managers' answers to be reliable and valid. First, we consider managers attitudes toward Human Resource management. The survey asked managers to rate the importance of the HR office or department in their company.
(We take the mean of their responses on a scale from 1 (does not matter) to 5 (very important)).
Though this does not measure exactly how HR procedures are used, it does tap into an important aspect of managers' perceptions. Given SA8000's emphasis on management systems and formal personnel policies, we would expect certified factories to attach greater importance to HR management. As a second measure, we consider whether the factory has a medical clinic (which 43% of the sampled firms do). One might expect certified factories to be more likely to have a clinic for several reasons. First, CSR initiatives like SA8000 can be seen as a way of encouraging firms to take on welfare functions (some of which were once provided by the danwei) that migrant workers lack access to in contemporary China. Second, though SA8000
does not require a health clinic, it does emphasize occupational health and safety structures and stipulates that "In the event of a work related injury the company shall provide first aid and assist the worker in obtaining follow-up medical treatment." A clinic is not the only way to achieve this, but we might expect certified factories to have a formal, reliable way of addressing health issues. In sum, these two measures allow us to assess whether SA8000 certification is linked with more formalized structures for the employment and care of workers.
<TABLE 2 HERE>
As shown in table 2, we find that managers in firms that are SA80000 certified do indeed attach greater importance to the HR office/department than managers in uncertified firms do.
Being visited recently by local labor inspectors also increases the importance that managers attach to HR management, which most likely reflects the role of the 2008 Labor Contract Law in promoting HR systems (interview with labor standards consultant, Beijing, 7/21/11). On the other hand, factories that simply have most of their production going to clients who demand labor standards (i.e., have codes of conduct) do not attach greater importance than others to HR.
Neither are export orientation, ownership, or industry linked to the perceived importance of HR.
We find no evidence that SA8000 is linked to the likelihood of having a medical clinic for workers. Clinics are more likely in factories producing footwear or sports equipment and in factories where most clients demand labor standards. There is a suggestive effect of firm size on the existence of a clinic, but it does not reach conventional levels of statistical significance.
Overall, these findings paint a mixed picture of the meaning of SA8000 within factories. This type of certification seems to support at least a discursive emphasis on HR management. HR management systems were rare in Chinese factories in the late 1990s. They were boosted by the labor contract law of 2008, though there is clearly still variation in their importance.
Certification plays a role in explaining that variation. (On the other hand, supplemental results raise doubts about how strongly this discourse is linked to particular hiring and oversight practices.) Certification does not appear to matter for the existence of a medical clinic, other types of CSR standards do appear to be linked to the existence of a clinic. In supplemental models, we have also examined some possible business benefits of certification. Notably, SA8000 is not associated with the perceived ease (by management) of recruiting workers (whether considered generally or in comparison to other firms in the same industry). Neither do SA8000 factories appear to be different from others in terms of their long term partners, stability in orders, or growth in clients or orders. These results-while preliminary-raise important questions about the direct benefits of certification for both workers and firms. At the very least, they remind us that there is enough variation among certified firms that strong outcomes are difficult to identify.
Conclusion: CSR, Global Governance, and the Evolution of Labor Relations in China
The growth of private regulation through factory certification in China is an important case for scholars of global governance. The Chinese case certainly poses severe challenges for advocates of international labor rights. The space for independent labor activism is heavily constrained, and the culture of factory management in China evolved around assumptions of strong managers and docile workers. It is not surprising that the direct effects of factory certification have been quite circumscribed.
Although labor standards certification initiatives have failed to radically transform labor relations in China or elsewhere, our study suggests that they do play a role (albeit limited) in
China by catalyzing the rapidly expanding discussion of "corporate social responsibility,"
contributing to the maturing of human resource management, and contributing to debate about labor representation and the role of the ACFTU. In addition, there is some evidence that codes of conduct contributed to the initial growth of rights consciousness among workers (Lee 2007) , and our research suggests that private standards continue to play a role, albeit not an overpowering one, in helping migrant workers understand what they are entitled to and opening up channels of communication within the factory. In this sense, the experience of global labor standards in China should not be dismissed but rather viewed as a dynamic process with important implications for both the evolution of labor regimes within China and of the international system as a whole.
At the same time, our study and the dynamics currently at working on the labor front in China have also led us to the conclusion that although it is possible for CSR to have productive linkages to other labor advocacy strategies and forms of change, the most important factors have to do with workers' bottom-up collective actions (whether organized or unorganized) and government enforcement of labor laws and regulations (often in response to the former). As the 2010 auto strike waves suggested, the extremely disruptive wildcat strikes can result in significant gains for workers (e.g., rising wages, improved working conditions, greater responsiveness of unions to workers on the shopfloor) and amplified social effects that catalyze the transformation of work and industrial relations in China.
In retrospect, throughout the 20th century, "bottom-up pressures from workers and concerns about social unrest from ruling groups have led to new labor legislation and policies designed to stabilize labor markets and industrial relations. Better working conditions, decent wage for decent work, access to more benefits, and long-term employment meant rising living standards for ordinary working people as both laborers and consumers. In this regards, the dynamics currently at work in China are parallel to those in many other developed countries in the early to mid decades of the 20th century" (Global Labor Strategy 2008: 6).
At the same time, however, it is also clear that no mechanical application of general theory will suffice. As this study has illuminated, national context and state institutions matter, and attempts by transnational standards to go beyond what is normally allowed by the state are typically fruitless, especially in the context of a strong state like China. Then the question is whether the clash between international norms and domestic governance produces powerful new experiments, coalitions, and compromises that might play out over time. At the current stage of our study, we can only say that we have not often seen labor-related CSR in China playing this role, at least in its first two decades. 
